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how much information?

print and beyond
"How much new information is created 

each year"  Newly created information 

is stored in four physical media--

print, film, magnetic and optical--and 

seen or heard in four information 

flows through electronic channels--

telephone, radio and TV, and the 

Internet."  
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info inferiority

"The United States produces about 40% 

of the world's new stored information, 

including 33% of the world's new 

printed information, 30% of the 

world's new film titles, 40% of the 

world's information stored on optical 

media, and about 50% of the 

information stored on magnetic media."

-HMI
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information in books

"If digitized with full formatting, 

the seventeen million books in the 

Library of Congress contain about 136 

terabytes of information; five 

exabytes of information is equivalent 

in size to the information contained 

in 37,000 new libraries the size of 

the Library of Congress."

--How Much Information
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better informed?

"On an average weekday, the New York 
Times contains more information than 

any contemporary of Shakespeare's would 
have acquired in a lifetime"
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outline

when did we start asking such 
questions"

about what?

technology and quantification

recurring anxieties
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what kind of question?

"how much information?"

162
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"how much information?"

0

[118,000 books, 1473-1700] 

4

[150,000 books, 1700-1800] 

1788, 1789, 1795, 1796 
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ask again
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"how much information?"

"How many mental pleasures, and how much 
information should we be deprived of if 

there was no night?"  Sturm, Reflections, 
Edinburgh, 1788.

"... how much information he derived from 
this excellent writer;" Jones, Memoirs 

of ... George Horne.  London, 1795

"How much ingenuity might be displayed and 
how much information communicated by a 

professor." Clarke, Letters to a Student, 
Boston, 1796
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"how much information?"

"How much information, how much 
consolation, and how much fortitude do 

you afford me at the close of my 
life."  Voltaire  to Frederick of 

Prussia, London, 1789
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in the press

How much information?

Times (London)
1784 -1900:  12

how much information can be contained in so 

handy and compact a volume (1892)

New York Times 
1851-1900:  12

4 concerning  books
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quantity of information

0

27/12
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Pinto, 1774: The best book is not that, perhaps, 

which contains the greatest quantity of 

information

House of Lords, 1788: You have said Mr. Hastings 

could not have obtained full and compleat 

Information upon the subject?

James, 1790-98: Whatever difference may be found 

between the parts of this work of mine already 

published .. as to the quantity of 

information ...

Knox, 1790:[Salamasius's works] furnish a great 

variety and quantity  of information
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Bond, 1795: By presenting [the reader] 

with a quantity of information

Longworth, Almanac, 1799 The register will 

be found to contain double the quantity of 

information ever before inserted in it.

Historical Magazine, 1799 

Johnson's Journey to the Western 

Islands .. does not admit of abridgement, 

because every sentence compresses such a 

quantity  of information.
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in the press

"quantity of information"

Times (London)
1784 -1900:  43

7 ads (dictionaries, grammars, atlases); 

25 books (reviews), newspapers, reports; 

7 education; 

1 telegraph; 

1 trade statistics,    
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in the press
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Times (1851)
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Times (1852)
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brahmin worries
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and quality?

"quality of information"

1,666,000  [vs. 618,000 quantity ]

348 in 6 months [vs 52]
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still "quality"

0

1

Charles Taylor, Surveys of nature ... 1787

while they are instances of the general desire 

of knowledge, are also proofs of the necessity 

that it should be directed by sagacity and 

virtue; it is not the quantity but the quality 

of information which renders it valuable.
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still "quality"

Times (London), 1784-1900: 0

New York Times 1851-1900: 0

Google Books, 1800-1850: 13/9
Dublin U Magazine, 1839:  that the quality of 

information concerning Germany is a thing much 

more to be desired than the quantity [review]

Perils of the Nation 1844: the degree and 

quality of information acquired 

by those in schools
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Google Books QofI
1850 [publisher's puff for "diseases of winter"]

Manual of Analytical Chemistry. 1831. [review]: 

unequalled both for quantity and quality of 

information 

Churchman's Review. 1843 [on education]: Let us look 

a little more narrowly ... the extent and quality of 

information

Medical Review. 1842: quality of information 

communicated to the student .... should be improved

Minutes of the Committee [education], 1850: with 

reference to the extent and the quality of 

information ...
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the urge to count

Alvin Toffler
"The Quantity of Culture," 

Fortune, 1960

"The United States suffers from an 

inferiority complex about its 

culture consumption ...

I shall attempt to give a rough idea 

of the amount of culture 

consumption in this country."

-- The Culture Consumers, 1961
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fear of technology

"It will soon be the employment of a 

lifetime merely to learn [books'] 

names.  Many a man of passable 

information at the present day 

reads scarcely anything but 

reviews, and before long, a man of 

erudition will be little better 

than a mere walking catalogue."
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"Even for studies, where expenditure is most honorable, [developing 

libraries] is justifiable only so long as it is kept within bounds.  

What is the use of having countless books, and libraries whose mere 
titles their owners can scarcely read through in a whole life time?  

The mass of them does not instruct but rather burdens the student; and 

it is much better to surrender yourself to a few authors than to 

wander through many.  Forty thousand books were burned at Alexandria; 

let someone else praise this library ... as did Titus Livius, who says 
that it was the most distinguished achievement of the good taste and 

solicitude of kings.  There was no "good taste" or "solicitude" about 

it, but only learned luxury--no, not even learned, since they had 

collected the books, not for the sake of learning, but to make a show, 

just as many who lack even a child's knowledge of letters use books, 
not as the tools of learning, but as decoration for the dining room." 

old fears
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to begin at the 
beginning

Thamus replied: O most ingenious Theuth, the 
parent or inventor of an art is not always the 
best judge of the utility or inutility of his 

own inventions ... this discovery of yours will 
create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, 

because they will not use their memories; they 
will trust to the external written characters 
and not remember of themselves. The specific 

which you have discovered is an aid not to 
memory, but to reminiscence, and you give your 
disciples not truth, but only the semblance of 
truth; they will be hearers of many things and 
will have learned nothing; they will appear to 
be omniscient and will generally know nothing; 
they will be tiresome company, having the show 

of wisdom without the reality." 
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quality not quantity
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quality not quantity
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who's counting?  

"The amount of information is defined, 

in the simplest cases, to be measured 

by the logarithm of the number of 

available choices." 

Warren Weaver, The Mathematical Theory 

of Communication, 1949.
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information

"The word information, in this theory, 

is used in a very special sense that 

must not be confused with its ordinary 

usage."

--Weaver, 1949
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